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… the viciousness 
of the disease of 
busyness is that we 
are unable to see it 
in ourselves … 
even when it is 
blatantly obvious to 
the whole world 
around us ... 

BUSY BUSY WORK-STYLES, … 
PERSONAL EFFECTIVENESS, … 

 
 
THE PROBLEM … 
 
Many of us today have become busy busy fools, we have 
work-styles that can be activity-centred, crises-driven, 
interruption-ridden, fragmented and all of this is set 
in a climate of hyper-activity, …   
 
What is clear is that we need to do better than that, if 
we are to achieve the higher order personal 
performances, of which we know we are capable.  
We need to save ourselves from the above vicious 
circle of in-effective hyper-activity and from the 
fragmentation of interruption and crisis after crisis!   
 
Ultimately, we need to save ourselves from frittering 
away our energies, our talents and our lives!  First 
up, … we need to save ourselves from getting a 
heart attack or peptic ulcer or nervous breakdown!  
 
Heard of Peter Drucker, Charles Handy, John Humble, 
John Kotter, Alan Lakein, Henry Mintzberg?  All are 
leading world authors on organisations, effectiveness and 
work-styles, … see what they have to say on this matter!  

 
HENRY MINTZBERG: 

“Fact … Study after study has shown that managers 
work at an unrelenting pace; that their activities are 

characterised by 
brevity, variety and 
discontinuity; that they 
are strongly oriented to 
action and dislike 
reflective activities; …  
 
… the pressures of the 
job drive managers to 

be superficial in their actions; to overload themselves 
with work; to encourage interruption; to respond 
quickly to every stimulus; to seek the tangible and 
avoid the abstract; to make decisions in small 
increments and to do everything abruptly; ... they 
spend their time jumping from issue to issue, 
continually responding to the needs of the moment.” 
 
JOHN HUMBLE: 

“The managers in our international 
sample said they are interrupted 
every twenty-nine minutes, 
excluding the time that they are at 
meetings … the more senior the 
manager, the more frequent the 
interruptions, …” 
 

Apart from the health (stress) issues, such “busyness” 
minimises our effectiveness and cheats us of the 
chance to make an effective contribution.  It also cheats 
us of any chance to constructively utilise our talents. 
 
And, of course, there are the consequences for all those 
around us … for our team(s), for our organisation(s) and 
for our families. And onwards and downwards ... 
 

THE PRISON … 
 
A core feature of this busyness, 
part of its viciousness, is that it is 
of the nature of a ‘creeping 
sickness’, we get locked in before 
we know it … we can’t recognise 
the presence of the disease in 
ourselves, nor do we have any 
sense of its onset in us … even 
when it is blatantly obvious to the 
whole world and everybody and 
anybody around us … 

 
JOHN HUMBLE: 

“Most managers in the world say and believe that 
they are already clear about their objectives … in 
the international sample of 900 managers, not one 
group included lack of clear objectives as a time 
problem, the British CEO’s ranked it 11th in a list 
of 13 possible time problems … 
 
In fact, faced with the practical task of writing down 
their few key tasks and performance standards, 
managers quickly prove to themselves that they 
are not clear ...   
 
Surprisingly few managers have ever made a 
serious analysis of what happens to their time.  
When they do, it is usually a revelation  …  
memory is fallible ...” 

 
IS THERE NO ESCAPE? 
 

ALAN LAKEIN:  

“My experience has convinced me that, when 
executives find themselves on a treadmill, they 
tend to loose perspective of what’s important … 
They spend time unnecessarily on secondary 
matters and let many important ones go undone.  

This often tends to be cumulative ...  
 
The more overtime they put in, the more 
exhausted and less efficient they become …” 
 
Once we slip onto the vicious circle, it 
intensifies … once the treadmill gets us, we 
are locked in so quickly.  
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To ‘put the boot to 
the floor’ even 
further (as anyone 
on the vicious 
tread-mill surely 
will) is to intensify 
the problem ... 

 

The only answer to 
creeping busyness 
is to routinely 
invest time, effort, 
energy and priority 
in the quiet goal- 
setting process …  

 
The only solution 
to stress is greater 
self knowledge …  

Charles Handy would say that our programming lets us 
down, it pre-disposes us towards busyness, … the urgent 
will always push out the important; thoughts of today will 
always push out thoughts of tomorrow; activity will always 
push out purpose, … that’s just the way we ‘tick’ inside, … 
 
Certainly, when locked on that treadmill, 
our time-horizons shorten, the importance 
of the present becomes exaggerated, 
details assume more and more significance 
and smaller difficulties more often expand 
into full-blown crises.  And, crucially, we 
lose perspective, our judgement is 
impaired, our ‘sense of proportion’ is 
lessened and any creativity is inhibited.   
 
We are immediately no longer disposed to quiet reflection.  
Contemplative strategy-making or decision-making are 
just not do-able amid that busy busy work-style … like oil 
and water.  And so, we have lost grip of the one and only 
anchor that could save us.  We are locked into an ever-
downward intensifying vicious spiral ! 

 
HENRY MINTZBERG: 

“The traditional literature 
notwithstanding, the job of managing 
does not breed reflective planners … 
the manager is a real-time responder 
to stimuli, an individual who is 
conditioned by the job to prefer ‘live’ 
to ‘delayed’ action ...” 

 
THE ONE AND ONLY ESCAPE … 
 
There is only one lasting solution to that vicious circle, 
only one escape from that downward treadmill … that 
solution is to somehow implant into our work-style the 
quiet goal-setting process … to discover a clear sense of 
direction and purpose and to embed it into and impose it 
on to that busy mass of activity … begin by asking and 
clarifying ... Goals, Goals, Goals are the answer! 
 
That quiet contemplative goal-setting process is the 
prescription offered by all of those authors and by virtually 
every credible management trainer and business coach.  
To ‘put the boot to the floor’ even further, as the manager 
on the vicious tread-mill surely will, is only to intensify the 
problem … the very opposite of a solution !   
 

HENRY MINTZBERG: 

“The unsuccessful manager blames failure on his / 
her obligations … the effective manager turns his / 
her obligations to his / her own advantage.  A speech 
is a chance to lobby for a cause, a meeting is a 
chance to reorganise a weak department, a visit to 
an important customer is a chance to extract trade 
information. 

By turning them into obligations, the effective 
manager frees some time to do those things 
that he / she thinks important … even if no one 
else agrees with that importance, …  

 
Free time is made, not found, in the 
manager’s job … it is forced into the 
schedule.  Hoping to leave some time 
open for contemplation or general planning 
is tantamount to hoping that the pressures 
of the job will go away.” 
 
And, if we are not to slip-slide back onto 
that treadmill again, a regular sacred place 
in our work-style must be made for this 
reflective process of goal-setting and re-

setting.  And adequate time, effort, energy and priority 
must be routinely given to that quiet reflective process.  
 
So, when did you last spend a quiet day or half-day, 
away from the office, the mobile phone off, just quietly 
setting your work and life goals?   
 
If your answer is a “don’t know”, ... well, you now know 

the guaranteed inevitable consequences! 
 
ESCAPE AND LIFT OFF,  … 
 
In addition to saving us, that regular quiet 
goal-setting process gets us a crystal clear 
clarity … that then makes it possible for us 
to win our dream from amongst all the 

busyness and the pressures.   
 
And, suddenly, the way has been opened up for us to 
achieve personal effectiveness, to use our talents and 

to make an outstanding 
contribution. 
 
Not only does that quiet 
goal-setting process 
save us from the vicious 
busyness and get us 
that clarity, … but the 
authors would go on to 
say that, for the highest 
performing managers, 
that quiet goal-setting 

process is the origin of their strength, the source of their 
power, the foundation rock of all of their achievements. 
 
From J ROCHIE HOLOHAN, 
Paper to SIPTU EU TRAINING INITIATIVE.  


